numerous reading projects designed to take new and old readers back to the novels with fresh eyes.
All three forms of commemoration have been mutually informing in the public eye, inasmuch as they all speak to some of the enormous variety of ways in which we construct national identity. Dickens has been embraced by newspapers across the political spectrum as having something to say to current readers. He has been welcomed by church leaders as a still resonant voice to champion the needy, and has been the subject of TV documentaries which speak to pressing aspects of contemporary cultural identity. Sue But in what is that sense of currency, of continuity, embedded? Surely not just in our general fascination with the Victorians? As an Eliot scholar, I am already anxious that the celebrations of her bicentenary in 2019 will be on nothing like the scale Dickens is enjoying, and Thackeray's bicentenary last year went practically unnoticed outside academic circles. Both are crucially important writers, but neither has achieved the general popularity of Dickens, perhaps because neither appeals so self-consciously to the sentiment of their readers, to an emotional responsiveness that has proved irresistible over the years, and to which audiences respond readily, warmly, and collectively. Each of this year's celebrations has its detractors and sceptics, but each also provides a node around which communities will cluster and develop. Housing, education, health, social welfare; everything we have put together since, in order to protect the most vulnerable, is in the process of being dismantled […] . It is hard to read the details of the welfare reform bill […] being debated in parliament, without picturing Dickens rolling his eyes in dismay.
Oliver came from, they barely know who dear Mr Dickens is, and they sure as hell aren't reading him. For they can barely read.
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It is hard not to agree with Peter Conrad that 'the nation currently fancies that Dickens is its lost liberal conscience'.
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'Our love and gratitude should be displayed': Expressing Feeling in 1912 and 2012
Catherine Malcolmson
February 7 th 1912, has come and gone, and no one was allowed to be in ignorance of the fact that it was the centenary of Dickens's birth, for every newspaper placard blazoned it forth in bold letters, and every newspaper emphasised the fact in column after column of eulogy. . Our love and gratitude should be displayed in no half-hearted way, but with due thought, conscious and steady resolve, fixed purpose. 14 The spiritual language -'reverently and joyously' -is often a feature of articles in the Dickensian, but it is notable that the Fellowship regards the centenary celebrations as an expression of their 'love and gratitude' for the author. Their act of commemoration is in tribute to an author who inspires an affective response through his fiction. Alongside this scheme, a Centenary Register was opened in locations around
London, permitting readers of Dickens to sign their names and declare: 'We, the admirers of the genius of Charles Dickens, recognizing the great services he rendered by his works to the whole English-speaking race, inscribe our names in this book in grateful testimony on the occasion of his centenary'. 16 The sentiment here is, again, one of gratitude to a much-loved author. Yet the reference to the 'English-speaking race', a phrase which He is in the blood. If we declaim, we declaim Dickensianly. If we delight in the preposterous, it is because Dickens taught us where to find it, how it sounded, how to love its outrageous resourcefulness […] it is as though he invented us. 18 Similarly, at the bicentenary ceremony at Westminster Abbey, the Archbishop of Canterbury began his address with this extraordinary passage:
It's difficult to tell the truth about human beings.
[…] The truth is extreme, the truth is excessive. The truth about human beings is more grotesque and bizarre than we can imagine. And Dickens' generous embrace of human beings does not arise out of a chilly sense of what is due to them, but out of a celebratory feeling that there is always more to be discovered. 19 Both novelist and cleric -along with many bicentennial commentators -have found common ground in the idea that Dickens is, and should be, a visceral experience:
something 'in the blood', something that must be felt, something that in its emotional intensity can be transformative. Professor Julius Grey described this phenomenon as 'transcendental' in a bicentennial article for the Montreal Gazette. Grey recounts how as a young, desperately unhappy boy recently arrived in a foreign country he came across 'a At the 1912 centenary the Manchester Guardian expressed concern with an overly simplistic response to Dickens, lamenting that 'the hackneyed dictum of our time is that purpose has gone out of fiction, and that the sole concern is life and character without any further preoccupation'. 24 Thus commentators one hundred years ago were beginning to be concerned about the potential of readers' over-investment in 'character' which obscured the novels' social content. Marking a 'centenary [that] is assuredly but the first in a series'
Richard Whiteing already felt compelled to appeal for recognition of the dual presence of emotional 'life' and ethical 'purpose' in Dickens's work:
His great art lay in his being able to take causes as the source […] and at the same time make them vital by means of a perfect feeling for nature and life. From beginning to end it was always a cause. 25 Recent scholars have argued that any 'visceral' reaction was only the initial stage of the nineteenth-century emotional sympathetic response. 26 Thus as we twenty-first-century Dickens readers process into the 'Bicentennial Abbey', do we do Dickens a disservice to focus solely on the 'celebratory feeling' of our own emotional responses? Would he not have also wanted us to read his works again, look around the Abbey's wider city, and consider how many modern Olivers might still exist today? 27 Therefore, while still allowing ourselves to 'feel' the often intense emotional power of Dickens's writing, must
we not also remember as well his plea to ensure we are able to say:
I have thought of this. I have not dismissed the thing. I have neither blustered it away, nor frozen it away, nor tied it up and put it away, nor smoothly said pooh, pooh! to it when it has been shown to me. to emotional engagement with this author, of a different kind to that luxurious sentiment which is detrimental (so the critiques go) both to politics and to art.
As the bicentenary teaches us that feeling continues to be a characteristic mode of response to Dickens, our challenge is to understand the impetus for such intense emotional reaction, and to explore the potentially productive purposes that it might serve. In documenting the complexity of Dickensian feeling produced this year, these pieces suggest that a combination of scepticism and celebration is needed for navigating the powerful emotional currents of 2012.
